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Book Review
Moving Beyond Dichotomies to  





Close to Home: Oral and Literate Practices in a Transnational Mexi­
cano Community. New York: Teachers College Press (191 pp.), ISBN 
0-8077-3772-0.
Intended  both  for  ethnographers  and  for  scholars  of  literacy  and  rhetorical 
studies, Juan C. Guerra’s Close to Home: Oral and Literate Practices in a Trans­
national Mexicano Community  is at once groundbreaking and important, though 
because of  the  sophistication  and detail  of  its  reasoning,  it may not be  accessi-
ble to a broad audience. The book—the fortieth title in the Teachers College Press 
Language and Literacy Series—is pioneering in a number of ways. Most notable 














































rience as a Latino newcomer who relied on family connections to first come to 
Chicago (he was bom and raised in South Texas), and his family’s often frustrat-
ing experience with U.S. schools, all  facilitated his building of  rapport with  the 
various members of the Durans’ social network.
Guerra strengthens his conclusions by using multiple and intertwined research 
methods, mixing  interviews with observations,  the analysis of  transcribed con-
versations, and document review. He knows the network members in enough dif-
ferent settings and capacities to be able to point out that the ways they described 
themselves  in casual conversation versus  in formal  interviews differed and that 
neither of these self-descriptions matched how they represented themselves when 
engaged in the purposeful use of oral or written language (p. 32). He collects an 
impressive  sample  of  letters  sent  back  and  forth  between  network  members  in 
Mexico and Chicago, although he confesses  that  the sample was  likely skewed 





actual practice than would first appear to be so. He also acquires another textual 






ing and qualifying his conceptualization of how social networks are defined, pro-
duced,  reproduced, bounded, and yet  still  changeable and porous. Guerra wants 
neither to reify the flawed idea of a bounded speech community nor to throw up 





social  and  conceptual  frameworks  that  give  the  utterance  meaning  (p.  11).  Be-
cause these utterances and the meanings ascribed to them by readers and listeners 
reflect both “home front” and contact zone experiences of discourse participants, 
he attends to both of these circumstances in his study.
Guerra is convincing in his several attempts to find a synthesizing middle 
ground to a number of important but polarized academic debates. Explaining his 
orientation in the first chapter (p. 2):
[B]ecause we almost always find ourselves attracted to one set of dia-
metrically opposed interpretations of the world—that is, that it is either 
a  static  reality  where  everything  and  everyone  follows  order  and  con-
vention or a fluid one where everything and everyone is changing con-
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Given the politicized, shrill nature of contemporary U.S. discourse about Mexi-
can immigration and the apparent shrillness of academics asserting the applicabil-





literacy and orality. But while  I  found  the chapter abstract, challenging, and ul-




however, such excursions seem tangential and difficult; they seem to stray from 
practitioners’ ever important question, “how can this inform what I do?”
Because of  the extended  theory-oriented passages  in  this  text,  I question how 
welcome this text would be among the practitioners I have known in Georgia TE-
SOL  or  among  those  from  Latino  community  organizations  that  I  used  to  train 
with  as  part  of  the  National  Council  of  La  Raza’s  Project  EXCEL  partnership 




of Mexican-origin members of  a  transnational  community  is  important  and  in-
sightful  and  his  measured  refusal  to  use  the  aggressive,  dismissive  terminol-
ogy of much academic posturing is highly welcome. However, I think he should 







Bridges and Barriers: A Binational Study of Schooling and the Mexican Immi­
grant Family, intends to investigate the personal, familial, and educational ramifi­
cations of U.S.  schooling practices on  the  adults  and children who continually 





Street, B. V. (Ed.). (1993). Cross­cultural approaches to literacy. Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press.
